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  Dedication



To me. For all the times you lied to yourself and said you never finish anything you say out loud. You did it.








  
  Introduction



Dear Reader,

Thank you for taking the time to read When Sparks Fly! I can't wait for you to experience the start of Maci and Sutton's story. Their small-town romance includes city life, ranch life, and a motorcycle club. A glossary is available for some terms that may be unfamiliar.
If you are family, and have somehow stumbled upon this book, no you haven't. Put it down and back away. This book is intended for readers 18+. It contains on-page depictions of sexual situations and adult language. 
This is not a dark romance, however, it does touch on sensitive subjects. Your mental health matters, so please consider before reading. If you prefer to read without spoilers, now is the time to skip ahead.
Content includes death (not on page) and grief, discussion of birth trauma (human and animal), animal hunting (no animals are harmed), discussion of assault, on page aggression/assault, weapons (knives, guns, crossbows). Addiction is also referenced in a joking manner.
If, considering all of this, you would like to continue, happy reading! Enjoy Bull Creek!











  
  Glossary


Ranch Life


Ag - Agricultural education
Caliche - A white soil made of mineral deposits used for farm and county road paving
Blind – a concealed area used for hunting
Bull - intact male
Cattle - ungendered plural 
Cow - full grown female
Heifer - unbred female
Springing Heifer - pregnant heifer in final weeks of pregnancy
Steer - neutered male
Tack – equipment or accessories used on horses


Motorcycle Club Terms

Cut - leather or denim vest (leather in this book)
Member - official members who have been voted into the club
MC - motorcycle club
Patch - insignia applied to cut to denote personal identity within the club
President/Prez - Club leader
Prospect/Probate - probationary member until fully voted in
Rocker - a curved patch that carries the club name(top) and area or region (bottom)







  
  Playlist
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Humble and Kind – Tim McGraw

Me Too – Meghan Trainor

Lost Without You – Freya Ridings

Dancing in the Sky – Sam Barber

My Way – Ava Max

If You Go Down (I'm Going Down Too) – Kelsea Ballerini

Copperhead Road – Steve Earle

Everything There Is To Know About You – Mark Wills

The Red – Chevelle

Wildfire and Whiskey – Tenille Arts

Head Over Boots – Jon Pardi

Break Stuff – Limp Bizkit

Wildfire – Miranda Lambert

Taste – Josh Abbott Band

Made For – Will Dempsey

Till There's Nothing Left – Cam

Black – Dierks Bentley

Arsonist's Lullaby – Hozier













  
  Chapter 1

Sutton


The quiet of the still dark morning is broken when I push the front door open to The Big House. Together with the unmistakable sizzle of bacon frying in a pan, the aroma of strong coffee and baked goods beckon from down the hall. The door has barely closed behind me when Mama’s head pokes into the hallway from the kitchen. She’s made breakfast for our family and our small ranch staff every day of my life.  
Except for when my sister, Sammi, was in the hospital.
“Hi, honey.” Mama’s welcoming smile and matching tone are always so full of love, never tired of seeing the same faces or completing the same tasks. 
“Is Dad in here?” My dirty boots thud against the wood floor as I head up the hall, stopping to kiss Mama on her head.
“He’s in his office.” She flips the bacon and I nod at two of our three staff, seated in the dining room adjacent to the kitchen on my right. The ranch hands have a separate bunkhouse, but The Big House is always open for breakfast. Not all ranches do it our way, but it fits us.
I make my way through the cozy living room on the left and into the back hallway. Dad’s office is the first door I come to. It’s ajar and he sits behind the mahogany desk, in his leather chair. I double-tap the trim with a knuckle as I enter, drawing his eyes up.
“Mornin’.” He’s a quiet man, not often annoyed by interruptions. We’ve spent a great deal of time discussing the ranch in this space. Lost animals, sales, purchases, increasing prices, tack, the list goes on and on.
I take up my usual spot, sitting on the leather couch across from his desk, and throw one ankle onto the opposite knee. He gives me a knowing smile. 
“How do the numbers look?” His reference to weighing and categorizing cattle last week is right on time. The last few weeks have been all about      assessing our two herds. We weigh and examine each animal, and consider their overall health, productivity, and potential. Determining which cows to keep to maintain the integrity of the herd, along with which animals to sell for beef, and which to keep to continue cattle production is all based on these considerations. I dive into what our groupings looked like.
Occasionally we trade with other ranches, but this year has been good to us on bulls, so we won’t need to.
“So it sounds like between the two herds, we have five solid bulls.” Dad seems pleased with his confirmation. 
He’s equally happy with hitting our numbers for our clients in town expecting beef. With repeat, steady commercial and private customers, meeting that goal is our bread and butter. Thankfully, through the year we’ve also built strong ties with butchers in town, which helps everyone involved.
Once he’s abreast of the details of the last few weeks, I continue. “I’ve been thinking. I have some ideas for the ranch.”
Dad kicks back in his chair, the bulk of it leaning far enough back on the swivel to tease at falling over. “What do you have in mind?”
“My thoughts are two-fold. Diversify what Strickland Ranch is known for and find ways to generate increased stable income. If we had more acreage, then expanding the herds or adding a third, and expanding our clients, would be an option. But with what we’ve got, I’m not sure that’s our best option.”
He steeples his fingers in front of his chest as I continue. “If we break the resting pastures down differently we could offer one as a hunting lease. Maybe two. It would keep the land active with rotating crops and wildlife, without additional hardship on natural resources. Guided hunts and companion livestock could also be options to increase exposure and revenue.”
For a few beats, he says nothing as his head bobs in thought. “I like where your head’s at.”
“Thank you.” His praise catches me off guard.
“I already trust you to handle this place on your own. You did as much earlier this year when your sister was in the hospital. I know it’s a bit of a formality that I’m still running things.”
I squeeze my leg. This is not where I saw the conversation going. “I never considered it a formality. I assumed if and when you decided you were ready for things to change we would discuss it.”
“I think we need to start discussing it.”
My eyes widen and I make a point to tamp down my surprise.
“I’m not saying you need to take over tomorrow.” He leans forward, resting his arms on the desk. “But you’re right; we need to start looking to the future. The ranch needs that.”
“Yes, sir.” I hadn’t realized he’d considered any of this. “Alright. I’ll put together a more detailed plan and we can talk it over.”
“Sounds good.” His eyes twinkle. “One more thing. Have you picked a location to build on?”
A couple of months ago this came up, but the timing didn’t feel right. Unlike some legacy cattle ranchers, my role was never assumed. 
Rather than attend Ag school, a common track for those who want a role similar to mine, I worked up from a stable boy mucking stalls and grooming horses, until I had learned as much as I could and felt honest in my position as Ranch Manager. I cared more about being on the ranch. Ag school was too far away and I didn’t just care about any business, any ranch, any livestock. I cared about the legacy of our family’s ranch. Strickland Ranch.
I’ve saved my growing salary over the years for when I would ultimately build a house. Even with a private entrance to my quarters, more separation would be appreciated. I certainly never anticipated being thirty and living in my parents’ house.
“Not quite. I’ll get on it.” I stand. “I’m headed into town. Need anything?”
He shakes his head.
On my way through the house, I stop in the kitchen to swipe a fresh muffin. The large baked good is still warm in my hand when I pluck it from a tray on the counter. Mama turns sharply, but her features are too soft to be scary.
“Those are for tomorrow.” Her tone is matter-of-fact as her hand finds her hip.
I grin. “This one’s for today.” She opens her mouth, but I don’t give her a chance before I bite into it, affixing a mischievous smirk to my face while I chew. Her jaw opens in a silent gasp.
“Banana nut,” I observe, after swallowing. “I’m heading into town. Do you need anything while I’m out?”
She presses her lips together to hide her amusement and shakes her head. “No. I’ll see you in a bit, son.”
I make my way out to my truck. Daisy saunters by the porch steps as I reach the bottom. She bonks her big, red head into my chest affectionately and I give her a pat.
Daisy is an anomaly on the ranch and it’s all Mama’s fault. Her mom died shortly after delivering. Orphaned calves are typically paired with another cow, but Mama wouldn’t hear of it. She bottle fed her in The Big House for entirely too long. When she finally gave in, Daisy’s mind was made up that she belongs up here. She’s a Houdini of cows, always escaping to say hi and wander around the area near the house.
“Mornin’ to you, too, Daisy.”
She heads down the drive as I climb into the truck.

      [image: image-placeholder]My plans this afternoon could be handled electronically or through the mail, but meeting in person maintains our personal relationships with vendors and town residents.
Already a core value, our newly discussed transition makes this an even bigger priority for me. I’ve been the face of Strickland Ranch for a few years, so I’m optimistic it won’t feel like much of a change to everyone else. 
My last stop is always a restaurant where we frequently sell beef so I can return a bit of patronage to them. The bar fills one of the two rooms, surrounded by dark leather booths, and is a good place to have a quiet drink.
A few lunch patrons stop in while I savor a whiskey at a stool on the far end, glad no one talks to me today. People are fine in moderation; I’m a friendly enough guy, but even though I’m working on tasks for the ranch, I enjoy a peaceful break from the chaos when possible.
Three TVs line the wall above the liquor selection, all set with the volume on low, and I study the one closest to me. A show about Texas Game Wardens is running. They don’t film in our area, and it’s a good thing or my best friend, Nick, would blow up on social media overnight.
Not that he’d take advantage. Nick is the type you trust with your sister: even-tempered, respectful, and loyal. I don’t have to worry about that since Sammi’s married and they never had a thing for each other, which I’m grateful for. Despite trusting him, my sister and my best friend dating would be awkward as shit.
Nick doesn’t need celebrity status. On the occasions when we’re out, he draws enough attention with his charismatic personality. Being handsome helps, according to Sammi. 
I set the empty tumbler and some cash on the bar, and wave to the bartender as I head out the door. I’m eager to get back to the ranch. I plan to sit down this afternoon and work on a proposal of what growth could look like over the next two years.
Strickland Ranch has been my parents’ baby since they were first married. While Sammi showed no interest in the ranch—past horses—I’ve always wanted to carry on the business and lifestyle my parents built. As a teenager, I took on a bigger role to assist my dad, enabling my mom to step back. She can’t help but take care of everyone, but it’s given her more and more freedom over the years to explore other ways to be a part of the community.
My dad is different. He’s friendly, but he doesn’t necessarily care about socializing. I want him to be as involved as he wants for as long as he wants, but based on our conversation this morning, I suspect he may take a backseat sooner rather than later.
A handful of ranches dot the land on my drive home. Most are smaller than ours. These days, the area is predominantly single-family residential homes, hoping to maintain a bit of tranquil privacy away from the big city. Life in the hill country is such a mash-up. The same roads showcase custom homes on heavily treed properties, next to pasture land, next to rocky terrain full of shrubbery.
As I round the last bend to our property, a truck going the opposite way slows and I recognize our neighbor, Terrence, in the driver’s seat. He shoves an arm out the open window and waves urgently at me. I wave back as he whips the truck around and follows me to the drive where we pull over on the side of the road. He parks behind me, jumping out in a hurry.
Neighbor is a loose term. Terrence is closer to my dad’s age than mine and inherited the ranch next to us when his dad passed several years back. Our driveways are about two miles apart and we aren’t popping over for a cup of sugar when it’s out, but we have helped each other in a bind and our families have known each other all of my life.
“How are ya, sir?” I greet, exiting my truck.
“Good, good. How ya been?” Terrence has one of the strongest southern accents I’ve ever heard, and that’s saying something. He shakes my hand, his rich umber skin glistening in the heat, then adjusts his deep green ball cap which bears their ranch name. 
“Doing well. What brings you over today?” Terrence is welcome at our ranch, always has been, but his sudden need to speak to me is unusual.
His dark eyes scan me and the truck casually. “I don’t wanna take up a bunch of your time. We can sit down and chat if we need to, but I wanted to tell ya about somethin’, in case it matters.”
Terrence’s property butts up against ours on the west side, so any problems he has can spill over onto our property with no effort. I’m not interested in handling illness in the cattle, or any other catastrophe, with everything else going on. I do my best not to tell him to get on with it.
“Well,” he pauses, peering into the uninterrupted horizon across the street from us, “I’m sellin’.”
My jaw slackens, but I manage not to let it fall open. Of its own will, my mind begins running through various scenarios. Ultimately, I know gaining the property Terrence has could be a massive expansion for us. At the moment, I have no idea how we could make it happen. It would be a huge endeavor, financially and logistically. A kernel of desire sparks in my chest anyway and I don’t extinguish it.
“Well, that’s certainly something.” I try to remain impassive.
He spits into the ditch. “I haven’t gotten with a broker, yet. Wanted to give ya a heads-up first.” He’s throwing me a bone and he knows it. My head bobs up and down in affirmation.
“If ya wanna discuss it, let’s set up a time to chat. I’m on my way into town, but thought I’d grab ya since I saw ya,” he says.
“Appreciate it, sir. I’ll let you know.” He shakes my hand one last time and then heads back to his truck.
This could be the move I need to get us where I think we need to be. I wave as Terrence pulls past me onto the road and turns around. He gives me a two-finger wave through the passenger window.
I drive through the front gate and over the cattle guard, veering left at the fork in the road toward the stables and the barn. The stables house all of our supplies and equipment, plus stalls for our horses. The barn serves to hold excess food, calves who need bottle feeding, and animals needing vet care.
Our permanent ranch hands, Jason, Kelly, and Cody, happen to be near the stables when I pull up. I motion toward the trailer for them to start unloading. 
We hire seasonal help on occasion and sometimes get a dumb shit or two, but these three are the bulk of our team. As we grow, one of them will need to step up to fill a role similar to mine. If this new endeavor comes to fruition, this party will get a whole lot bigger. I look over the three of them, already speculating at who can move up.






  
  Chapter 2

Maci


I’m positive I will wither away and die if I don’t get something to eat soon. My stomach grumbles in agreement.  
The sun is lowering behind the tree line, casting the nature preserve where I’m set up in dusky light. Sweat trickles down my spine and my long, dark hair is like a blanket against my neck. The ebbing light is doing nothing to relieve the day’s stifling heat. Texas refuses to admit it’s autumn. 
In contrast, I fully embraced October and all its glory for family photo sessions today. Halloween is my favorite. 
The last family of the day is leaving with their witch-costumed toddler. “I’ll send your proof package over as soon as it’s ready. These are going to be adorable!”
“I can’t wait to see how they turn out!” A huge smile splits the mom’s face as she almost squeals at me. She squeezes me in a hug before they gather their things and head back to the parking lot.
A small would-be lemonade stand draped with black tulle sets the Halloween scene. Glass bottles of various shapes and sizes, painted in black matte, line the mantle. Their white lettering reads things like “Pick Your Poison” and “Tail of Newt”. One showcases a Jolly Roger. A tiny, round folding table topped with black pumpkins, a glittery skull, and a plastic cauldron completes the whimsical look.
It takes two trips to load my Jeep with the backdrop and decor items before I can jump in and turn the AC on full blast. I beeline for the nearest drive-thru. A juicy bacon cheeseburger with all the veggies—except onion, because seriously, who eats that—is just what I need. My mouth waters and I shove a scalding parmesan fry into my mouth before clearing it with my vanilla shake. An appreciative groan escapes into the otherwise quiet Jeep. This simple pleasure is the cherry on top of a perfect day.
Rush hour traffic in Austin is always a nightmare, but it gives me a chance to finish my meal. A few minutes before I reach my apartment, I use the preset to call my grandmother.
“Hellooo?” Her silly greeting floats through the phone to me, lightening my heart. There’s nothing she can’t fix. Today was a high, but so many times I called during lows over the years and just hearing her comforting voice often gave me the strength I needed to persevere.
“Hi, Nana.”
“Hi, baby. How are you?” Even through the phone, her love wraps me in a much needed hug.
“Good. I just got done with some mini-sessions and now I’m headed home.”
“That sounds nice. How did the photos go?” The TV chatters in the background.
“Actually, really well. Most of the kids were comfortable. I’m sure it helped that most of them were in Halloween costumes. The last one was a witch and she was so cute!”
“Oh, good!” Nana’s entire personality can be summed up as a sassy heart of gold. I know her care for these children having a good time during their photos is genuine. Talking to her only intensifies my need to see her. I miss her so much and long for the days we were under the same roof. Summers and holidays spent with Nana make up most of my favorite memories.
“What do you have going on tomorrow?”
“Oh, baby, you know I’m so busy.” A giggle tumbles out before she’s had time for the joke to land.
“You’re so silly.” I shake my head with a small laugh of my own. “I want to take you to lunch. Think you can pencil me in?”
“Oh, I’d like that. I want to see some of your recent work.”
“I’ll bring some things for you to keep this time,” I promise.
The unmistakable sound of her hands clapping once in excitement bursts through the phone. “That’ll be wonderful.”
“Where do you want to eat?” I park in my usual spot and gather my trash.
“How about Aimee’s?”
“The French bistro? Ok.” I should have known she’d pick her favorite place. I’d be happy with sun tea and her cheesecake, but I want her to get out for a bit. “I’ll be there around eleven. Is that ok?”
“Yes, baby. See you then. I love you so much.” She makes a sweet kissing sound.
“Love you, too, Nana. See you tomorrow.”

      [image: image-placeholder]After a long shower, I settle on the couch dressed in my favorite comfort leggings and a thin, baggy sweater. The coffee table is hidden beneath my laptop and folders from today’s clients. The scent of toasted marshmallow fills the living room, wafting from the lit candle on the side table. Faux pumpkins, similar to the ones I used in photos today, surround it.
My tiny one-bedroom apartment is minimally decorated, aside from my celebration of fall. I never spend much time, effort, or money on decor if it isn’t photos.
Color prints of my favorite shoots from over the years hang above the thrifted, suede couch. The coffee and side table, also second-hand, don’t match. None of the three pieces fit any one aesthetic, nor was I focused on one.
A giant spoon and fork are mounted over my bistro set in the blip of a dining room. I think every aesthetically hopeful dining room in America has the same set. In the hall are my favorite black and white photos. Five years I’ve been here and it’s always seemed temporary.
Before getting started on editing the photos from today, I check the group chat with my best-friends, Izzy and Leah. No messages. I send a quick message wishing Izzy a safe arrival in Hawaii and reminding her to take a thousand and one photos so that I can live vicariously through her. Her obligatory “I got leid” picture fills my screen in response, eliciting a huge grin. She’s all legs in a pale blue dress with a golden lei around her neck. Leah follows up with entirely too many middle finger emojis.
Our trio is akin to Neapolitan ice cream. Izzy is vanilla. Not because of her ice-blonde hair, but because she’s subtle, reliable, and always put together. She fits well in every situation. Leah is strawberry. A little bit tart, a little bit sweet. The wild one that maybe you don’t expect to enjoy, but thoroughly do because it’s strawberry and how could you not? And I’m chocolate. Versatile in a similar way to vanilla, but packing a bigger punch and also not everyone’s cup of tea.
I work until my eyes blur, managing to edit half of the photos from today’s mini sessions, before padding into my bedroom with my phone. The stark white, thousand-thread-count, Egyptian cotton sheets call to me. Only the bed has received luxury attention in the years I’ve lived here. Otherwise, I splurged on photography equipment, backdrops, or session decor. Focused solely on building my business and honing my craft, everything else was an afterthought. 
I set my phone on my secondhand nightstand, flip off my lamp, and shove myself deep in the covers, asleep instantly.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sometime in the night, my phone vibrates across the nightstand, jarring me awake. Adrenaline surges through me. Stephanie, my mother’s name, flashes on the screen, adding to the dread.
I put my phone to my ear, pushing my hair from my face and sitting upright. My mother’s curt voice comes down the line before I can utter a greeting. Her clipped tone isn’t a surprise, but the words she’s throwing at me are crushing.
“Mother passed. The funeral will be this weekend.”
“Nana?” My voice is a cross between a squeak and a croak. Obviously, she’s referring to my grandmother, but my brain is frazzled.
People talk about pain being a knife to the heart, but this is a battering ram. A crushing force on my chest making it nearly impossible to breathe.
Stephanie’s words remain composed. “Alan and I are driving down now.” I’m only half listening to my mother’s voice. 
How did this happen?
“I don’t understand. I just talked to her.” My eyes land on the album and loose photographs I prepared to take to Nana. 
Stephanie scoffs. “These things happen quickly, Maci.” 
Silent tears hit my cheeks. I know better than to count on her for emotional support.
While my relationship with my mother has been strained since I was a teen, my relationship with Nana only grew over the years. Despite my lack of proximity, I often called Nana daily through high school. The calls may have been less frequent in the six years since graduation, but our bond never diminished.
This loss is compounded by knowing how close I was to seeing her.






  
  Chapter 3

Maci


I can’t go back to sleep after we hang up. Instead, I prepare for a long weekend in Bull Creek, starting with emailing my recent clients about a delay due to a family emergency. While packing a suitcase, I make sure to pick the perfect dress for the service.  
Lunch with Nana would’ve been a day trip, including the two-hour drive each way. Now, it makes more sense to stay in Bull Creek at Nana’s for the weekend.
The sun chases my Jeep as it rises behind me when I eventually head for Bull Creek. Twisty roads, single-stoplight towns, and spotty reception greet me on my drive. This road has been calming in the past, offering a peaceful, often uninterrupted expanse of road, perfect for daydreaming. Today, each mile heightens my anxiety at dealing with Stephanie and Alan, my step-father, and facing this heartbreaking loss.
I choose soft music to fill the background of my thoughts, emotionally ill-equipped to deal with love songs or heartbreaking lyrics. When I lose signal on the back roads, I’m forced to switch over to the radio from my streaming app, adjusting the station as I drive in and out of coverage areas.
By the time I reach the east outskirts of town, I’ve been subjected to at least three self-indulgent radio hosts. Three too many for my liking. More coffee would help curb my building frustration, but my travel mug is empty. Instead, silence reigns when I smash my finger on the radio power button, ceasing the incessant chatter.
There are three whole stoplights in Bull Creek. I turn left at the second, where River Road and Main Street meet, and head south. Then it’s a right at the first to drive across town and back into the hill country to Nana’s house.
Dread fills my insides the closer I get to my final turn. I have half a mind to turn around and head straight for a bar. At last check, there were only two to choose from. Stephanie’s reproachful voice echoes in my head, speaking of obligations to be fulfilled.
Obligations.
As if this is nothing more than a task on a to-do list. For her, it likely is.
Still, the promise of an ass-chewing isn’t what keeps me moving toward Nana’s house. There is nowhere I’d rather be than honoring Nana’s life, even if I would prefer to mourn her in relative peace. Something that will never be achieved with my mother and step-father around.
Mature oak trees line the driveway, greeting me at the entrance, and lead directly to Nana’s farmhouse. Alan’s Mercedes is parked next to Nana’s older Toyota on the gravel near the house. My Jeep settles behind her sedan, but I don’t get out.
I wait for the echo of the drive to vacate my ears and then take in my reflection. Swollen eyes stare back at me from the rearview mirror. Crying intensifies the vibrant green of my irises, an uninvited positive. Soft brown hair is falling from the loose bun I secured it in. I refresh it quickly, somewhat out of habit, in an effort to give Stephanie less to pick at. Ten months of no contact and her years of grooming still affect me. 
The deep breath I take before exiting with my purse in hand does nothing to prepare me for what I’m about to endure. Nothing can.
This is gonna hurt like Hell.
As if they’ve been watching, Stephanie and Alan open the front door, not bothering to step out on the covered porch. Instead, they create a bottleneck where they want me to enter, but won’t move unless I ask. I say nothing.
“Hi, honey,” my mother greets me with emotionless words.
Alan and I eye each other, but neither of us speak. It’s better that way. His usual look of contempt is frozen in place. Without further preamble, he walks into the kitchen.
I don’t know why he bothered to come to the door except to give me another dirty look.
Stephanie backs up robotically for me to enter. Her programming right on time she asks, “How was the drive?” 
She doesn’t care and we both know it.
Pick your battles.
I swallow deeply. “It was fine.” 
It’s my turn to look her over. Loose, blonde hair shines against her black outfit of mourning, a trend I’ve no doubt she’ll maintain for her stay. Her cold mannerisms and polished appearance couldn’t be further from Nana’s warmth. I’ve never been to the house she and Alan share now, but I assume it’s modern, sterile. Similar to the house we lived in when I was a teenager. Nothing like the cozy embrace here. 
Voices drift in from the kitchen, but all the sounds of normal life in this house are gone. The TV isn’t on with Nana’s favorite reality shows. There’s no giggle as she thinks of some random funny thing to share with me, something I grew used to during all of my school holidays and summer breaks spent here.
“Who’s here?” My voice cuts through the tension as my mother continues to stare at me.
She lifts her chin. “Your Aunt Randi and your cousin Olivia.” Liv’s name sounds odd coming out in full, even though it doesn’t surprise me when my mother uses her given name. She clears her throat. “I didn’t mention it on the phone because it didn’t seem pertinent at the time.” 
Her nails make a clicking noise as they flick against each other, drawing my eyes down. I’ve never seen her fidget. “Your Aunt Randi was the one to…find Mother.”
My jaw drops before I can stop it. I snap it closed. She blinks, but her face is otherwise composed, her body still again.
“I’ll let you put your things away. We can gather in the kitchen and discuss what comes next.” In typical Stephanie fashion, she turns sharply, exiting to the kitchen before I’ve responded.
I inhale until my lungs are uncomfortably full. The distinct scent of Nana’s house rushes through me and I’m hit with an aching wave of nostalgia. Home-cooked meals, paperback books, and her subtle perfume envelop me simultaneously in a blanket of comfort and longing.
Nana will never wrap me up in her arms again and the scent will fade with time.
Despite the bodies seen and unseen here, it feels empty. Terribly empty.
Turning toward my usual room, I decide to get my bag later. The small foyer and narrow staircase separate the living room on the left from the hallway on the right, where the downstairs bedrooms and bathroom are.
I set my purse inside the first doorway on the right. A tattered stuffed bear with a red shirt sits on the queen bed. The sunflower quilt beneath him was handmade by Nana. My chest aches.
Venturing deeper into the hallway toward my grandmother’s room, I drag my fingers along the wall. A tiny part of me still hopes to find Nana reading on the bed atop her plush, coral duvet, but she doesn’t look up and smile as I enter. That image will forever live in my heart.
Fixed in her doorway, I peer around the quiet room. It’s entirely too still. 
On the nightstand are a cup of water and two books. A bookmark peeks out of the one on top. A feeling of intruding tingles within as I step into the room, lifting them gently. Still, I clutch the books tightly to my chest. These are some of the last items touched by Nana’s loving hands.
A crater threatens to burst open in my chest and I force it closed. “I miss you already, Nana,” I whisper into the vacant room.
I grab the clear cup on my way out and set the books on the foot of my bed before continuing through the house to the kitchen, where everyone is congregating. Atop the stairs is a secondary living area, which Nana used as a small home office, as well as the main bedroom. I don’t have to guess if Stephanie and Alan have already placed their things there. The only way to the kitchen is through a hidden hallway behind the staircase.
“Hi.” My voice comes out weaker than anticipated as I set the glass by the sink and move to the dining table. I haven’t seen my aunt or cousin since summer when we celebrated Nana’s birthday. It makes me both wildly happy and desperately sad to see them now. Unlike Stephanie, Liv and Randi are warm, comforting people, much like my grandmother. Holidays and events were always easier with them around.
They stand and meet me halfway, the three of us squeezing each other in a smothering embrace. Randi brushes a few wispy hairs back from my face and looks me over and with an equal measure of love and sadness. Much the way one would expect a mother to act.
Alan is reading a newspaper, of all things, mostly oblivious to our presence. Stephanie stares silently out the dining room window into the backyard. She turns to us blankly as her sister's tears flow freely. I remind myself to keep my shit together for the sake of my grandmother’s soul.
“I can’t believe she’s gone…” Randi recounts finding Nana without prompting as Liv strokes her mother’s sandy hair. “I stopped by to make dinner with her. She naps frequently, so I wasn’t surprised she was in her room.” Her voice breaks with a sob and she shakes her head fervently. “I couldn’t wake her.”
Stephanie turns to look out the window again. Her voice is ice. “According to the coroner, it was a heart attack.”
Silence falls in the room.
Except for the turning pages of the newspaper.
My medium is photographs. I’m shit with anything else, unlike Leah who has a gift for melding any scrap of metal into stunning jewelry by hand. Without a camera, I’d be lost. Still, my mind’s eye creates a painted canvas image of this moment. Gold Baroque frame, muted hues, a woman in black staring out the window. A tiny metal label: A Study of Mourning.
Stephanie’s voice breaks the silence before long. “Alan and I have hired a caterer for the lunch reception here, following the graveside service.” Well, that was fast.
“Thank you. I think people will appreciate that.” Randi sits again, wringing her hands together on the table. I seat myself next to her and lean my shoulder against hers, hoping to infuse some emotional support into her body. Her mouth softens into a hint of smile and she replicates the pressure against me.
“I think you should give the eulogy,” Liv says, looking at me from Randi’s other side. She twirls the end of her low ponytail after speaking. Stephanie pins her with a gaze, managing to appear perched on a throne. Ignoring the cold look, Liv adds, “And I’d like to write the memorial bulletin.”
“That sounds nice. I can do that.” I look at my mother and aunt. Both nod quietly in agreement. “Has anyone chosen an outfit for Nana?”
Randi opens her mouth to speak, but the words get caught. No one speaks as she swallows and tries again. “I know which one. Her navy dress with the white polka dots.”
Stephanie’s face softens. “She looked beautiful in that dress.” For a moment, her eyes hold a hint of warmth. An inkling that this isn’t just a production to her. Her mask returns and ice floods my heart again.
“What about a photo?” Liv looks around the table. 
“I have one in mind,” Stephanie offers. “I’ll have it printed tomorrow. The funeral home has a set playlist they use. Will that be a problem?”
We exchange looks. “Nana would probably be happy with that,” I say.
A minute passes and no one speaks. Stephanie stands. “It sounds like everything is settled then. By the way, Nana’s lawyer will be coming by tomorrow morning to discuss the will.”
Everything is far from settled, but she’s steadily checking off her to-do list.






  
  Chapter 4 

Maci


Around noon, Randi and Liv leave, having been at Nana’s since the night before without sleep. 
“I’m going to try and rest. I’ll be back in the morning. If you all need me, just call.” Randi hugs me on her way out.
Liv squeezes my arm as she follows. “See you tomorrow.”
Within moments, anxiety spirals through me. My skin feels tight and my eyes flit between Stephanie and Alan.
“I’m going to rest.” I don’t spare a backward glance.
I throw myself back on the bed, exhausted and angry. So fucking angry. I don’t want to deal with Stephanie and her husband right now. I don’t want to think about a will and what it means. I don’t want to entertain the town when they hear the news; bless them for being so thoughtful. I just need to be alone.
Several messages wait in the group chat, responses to my middle of the night texts.
Leah: 

OMG. I’m so sorry! Do you need me to come over?

Are you in town?


OMG. Are Stephanie and Alan in town? They have to be right? You definitely need me to come over. Text me when you get this.


I respond with the basics.
Me: 

I’m getting by. It will be a miracle if I don’t commit murder before this is all said and done. I’ll hold back for Nana.


Maybe.


I close my eyes. Nana would’ve patted my leg and told me to pull myself up by my bootstraps and get on with it. My anger reignites, now directed at myself, for allowing my emotions to get the better of me.
Vibrations on the bed draw my attention to my phone.
Leah: 

Let me know when the service is and I’ll be there. Sooner if needed but I know how you are.


Izzy: 

I’m so sorry honey! I hate that I’m so far away!


Me: 

There’s no reason for you to be sorry.


There’s also no reason for you not to enjoy Hawaii. Take lots of photos!


I follow up with the memorial service details.
Needing to expend some mental energy, I swipe a pen and notepad from the drawer of the bedside table, leaving my phone behind and heading onto the front porch. The wooden swing creaks under my weight once I settle. At least I can move my legs while I sit.
I maintain a constant rhythm, lulling my heart into a false sense of peace. The squirrels scavenge around the trees, no idea of the heartbreak going on nearby. Do squirrels mourn the dead? My mind conjures a tiny squirrel memorial in the middle of an asphalt road, but it’s immediately squashed—intentionally and unintentionally—when I realize that would result in more deaths.
A warm wind washes over my skin and I lean my head against the top rail of the swing, shutting my eyes. A long, heavy exhale follows the wind. One day, I won’t feel shattered inside.
When the feeling of wanting to jump out of my own skin passes, I lift my head and stare down at the notepad. I have no idea what I’m doing. How do you express a lifetime of love in a few sentences? I don’t know how to write a eulogy. I’ve never even been to a funeral.
I know why Liv suggested me. She and Randi would never be able to get through a speech. Stephanie would come across too cold. I’m the one who needs to pull it together.
I jot down a few notes to act as a guide. My emotions are all over right now and getting sidetracked isn’t appropriate, so it will still feel authentic. I take the paper with scribbles to my room where the little yellow bear stares at me from the pillows. A small smile pulls at my lips and I’m suddenly inspired.

      [image: image-placeholder]Feeling completely caged in after funeral prep, I decide to stop by the grocery store for a few staples. A short drive through town may help clear my head. 
Everything looks exactly as it was a few months ago. The old library, which was turned into a cute café about thirty years ago, has its front entrance propped open, encouraging passersby to stop in. All of the best restaurants are hole-in-the-wall places owned by local families, with rickety ceiling fans, outdated fluorescent lighting, and not nearly enough parking on their caliche lots. The majority of which are Bar-B-Que or taco joints. Nostalgia alone makes the food better in those unassuming places.
Traffic slows to a crawl at the new high school, just inside the city limits. Only recently has Bull Creek been big enough for two. Now they can boast an in-city rivalry. 
Football is an expected staple in any Texas town. The next best thing here is the annual Christmas festival. Every Christmas season, the town organizes a three-day event which hosts carolers in period attire, a Polar Express ride made of fifty gallon drums, and the largest hot chocolate bar ever. Everything is bigger in Texas, right?
Best of all, faux snow is pumped into the skies each night of the event. The irony being that in Texas, you are just as likely to be sweating to death in December as you are to be iced in.
The picturesque streets embody a quaint Christmas town and the residents fully embrace it. Halloween never had a chance here. Not that anyone asked for my opinion, but the architecture of the historic German buildings is also perfect for creepy decor. Their loss.
Nana has always loved living here and I’ve always wanted to be closer to her again. Yet, small town life feels so oppressive. Intrusive. Unlike Austin, I have a memory from some point or another in almost all of the buildings on the main roads. I just can’t decide if that’s comforting or not.
I’ve been to the grocery store here with and without Nana a countless number of times, but I’m still surprised by the memories the aisles hold. In the produce section, I recall being taught how to choose the best cantaloupe and avocado around age ten. My eyes well with tears and I attempt to blink them away, rubbing my cheeks furiously to catch the ones managing to escape. Thankfully, no one else is loitering around apples and bananas so my impromptu cry fest goes unnoticed. 
Get your shit together. You’re crying over fruits and vegetables. 
Determined not to completely lose my shit, I hurry through the rest of the store, grabbing must-haves for a few days, and head back to Nana’s house.
The lights are on when I return. I rush through unpacking my grocery haul to avoid dealing with Stephanie or Alan. In my room, I switch on the small bedside lamp. The books from Nana’s room are on the bed, not far from my well-loved Pooh bear, who appears in need of some additional stuffing. I flop onto the bed and pull his faded body into one arm, playing with the hem of his shirt absently. “You look like you could use some additional honey, my friend,” I tell him quietly.
Pooh has called these pillows home since Nana took Liv and me to the happiest place on Earth when we were six or seven years
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